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Abstract   
 
Drawing on narratives of rurally based Zimbabwean older women, this article analyses 
experiences of motherhood in relation to the country’s shifting economic and socio-political 
landscapes. The narratives of these older women, who have nurtured their children and 
continue to do so way into (their children’s) adulthood, push scholars to grapple with 
questions of motherhood in respect of “intensive mothering” (Bell 2006: 232; Hays 1996). 
Intensive mothering points at the exclusivity of motherhood which frames the responsibility 
to provide and care for the children during their formative years as virtually the mother’s 
(Bell 2006: 232; Glenn 1994: 3). Older women in this article are second and third generation 
mothers whose narratives challenge constructions of motherhood which limit intensive 
mothering to the formative stages of children’s lifecycle. The narratives raise questions like 
‘when does a woman cease to be a hands on mother who vigorously provides for her adult 
children?’ Such questions are a way into existential and contextual realities of ageing in rural 
Zimbabwe. Contextual-based analyses explore the interaction between motherhood, socio-
economic and political change in Zimbabwe through language that assigns meaning to 
motherhood, ageing and the state. Overall, the article offers the reader insight into how 
questions of motherhood, ageing and the state might affect women located within equally 
volatile contexts across the globe. 
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Introduction 
 
Motherhood according to Stephens (2013:1) ‘is widely recognised as an essential aspect of 
women’s lives in Africa.’ Stephens’ observation concurs with a growth in scholarship from 
west, east and southern Africa trying to understand the notion of motherhood on the 
continent. Nzegwu (2004) for instance grapples with the dominant conceptions of 
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motherhood in Africa that have stimulated profound cultural discussions about motherhood in 
Kenya, Nigeria and Senegal among other contexts. Literature from South Africa profiles how 
women negotiate their ‘traditional positioning as mothers’ (Daniels 2004) and in capturing 
these women’s lived socio-political and cultural realities (Magwaza 2003) scholars illuminate 
how central motherhood has been to nationalist discourses in post-colonial spaces (Mills 
2003). Such illumination takes the reader to a question fundamental to conceptualisations of 
motherhood in Africa: ‘how is the work of mothers related to the political and economic 
institutions of a society?’ (Atkinson 1991 cited in Stephens 2013:5). Building on existing 
conceptualisations of motherhood in Africa and in response to Atkinson’s question, this paper 
closely examines the lived experiences or existential realities of motherhood amongst older 
women in Zimbabwe – a country that has witnessed dramatic socio-economic and political 
shifts. A mapping of lived motherhood realities speaks to the theorisation that a historical 
approach allows constructions of motherhood ‘as a social institution and as ideology’ through 
which one could map and understand the history of Africa (Stephens 2013:3). As such, this 
paper adopts an analytic approach which, through older women’s narratives of motherhood, 
maps and profiles Zimbabwe’s economic and socio-political landscapes soon after 
independencei and in the 21st century.  
 
At this stage, it is imperative to highlight that while focus is specifically on experiences of 
motherhood in Zimbabwe at independence and in subsequent years, events that unfolded in 
the late 20th century provide a framework for analysing the post-colonial era. Development in 
the decade 1980-1990 entailed “the delivery of healthcare and education, road construction, 
the provision of water and sanitation, and increased productivity in agriculture” (Win, 
2004:20). The pampering or cushioning that Zimbabweans enjoyed in the first decade of 
independence was short-lived because the country experienced drastic economic shifts 
following the Economic Structural Adjustment Programmes of 1991 (Mutangadura, 2001). A 
gendered review of the decade 1990 to 2000 suggests that the economic reforms severely 
impacted on women due to their economic function that sustains the household (Kanji, and 
Jazdowska, 1993:12). Rural women for instance had to deal with the sudden introduction of 
user fees in hospitals and schools; skyrocketing prices of basic goods; reduced remittances 
due to retrenchments and increased urban survival battles which forced many migrants to 
return to their respective rural communities. Though not too detailed, the historical overview 
of the late 20th century above provides the contextualisation needed to bolster the claims 
made by older women in the analytic sections of this paper.   
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By the turn of the 21st century Zimbabwe faced a multifaceted crisis [socio-economic 
downturn, the rise and fall of welfarism and political upheavals] generally been referred to as 
the ‘Zimbabwean crisis’ (Beremauro 2013, Kowere and Mabugu 2006). These circumstances 
plunged the country into a very deep and intricate socio-political and economic conflict. The 
decade 2000-2010 for example witnessed shifts in Zimbabwe’s political landscape, which 
manifested through the emergence of counter political discourses (Win 2004:19) dominant 
enough to conclude that ‘2000 was a new political moment in the history of Zimbabwe’ 
(ibid:25). In the same decade, the government implemented economic policy reforms which 
‘resulted in the destruction of the economic base’ (Kanyenze et al. 2011:513); and the 
subsequent ‘replacement of the Zimbabwean dollar with a multiple currency system’ 
(Beremauro 2013:41). These economic reforms explain the current use of the American 
dollar along with the South African rand in Zimbabwe.  
 
A critical mapping of these shifting economic and socio-political landscapes is of great 
significance to the analysis of motherhood as it provides the reader with a strong historical 
knowledge base of the diverse matrixes that women have occupied and continue to occupy in 
present-day Zimbabwe. Hence, Zimbabwe’s past and present country profile contextualises 
this article in a way that captures how experiences of motherhood have been influenced by 
the interaction of socio-political, economic, physiological, psychological, cultural and 
religious factors. Such interaction makes it impossible to analyse motherhood without 
reference to the various institutional settings within which it is embedded. It is therefore 
important to analyse how experiences of motherhood have evolved over the years, examining 
for instance how state interventions to support the family have shaped women’s narratives of 
motherhood in rural Zimbabwe. The analysis of motherhood thus becomes pivotal to 
scholars’ understanding of the current experiences of motherhood as they look back over the 
period in which these experiences came into being, questioning the processes and the impact 
of large-scale socio-political and economic change on women’s lives. Broadly, the article 
examines how older women navigated, negotiated or challenged institutional arrangements 
that shaped their social worlds, especially their motherhood experiences and individual 
responses to socio-political and economic shifts.  
 
As noted above, the strategy of locating experiences of motherhood within an age-based 
framework is fundamental for ‘it permits a re-insertion of the category of old age into a 
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theoretical framework which queries the contexts of ageing within everyday life experiences’ 
(Degnen 2007:71). The process entails tracking down visible and invisible forces that were at 
play throughout a woman’s lifetime, which have created a discursive platform for analysing 
how experiences of motherhood change over time. An analysis of socio-political trajectories 
reveals that ‘persons living in a swiftly altering world […] find that each stage of growing 
older is a matter of arriving at something quite different from what it was for the age group 
just before’ (Moore 1978:23). Zimbabwe’s shifting ideological and structural frameworks in 
the wake of HIV and AIDS have created a space where older women have to constantly 
navigate contested landscapes in a country rent by economic and socio-political divisions. 
The image becomes that of a disrupted way of life across generations as older women 
negotiate and make sense of emerging motherhood and provision realities in contemporary 
Zimbabwe. It is against this backdrop that I draw on older women’s experiences of 
motherhood which offer a particularly interesting review of ‘what has happened’ to 
Zimbabwe.  
 
Beyond reading post-independent and contemporary Zimbabwe’s economic and socio-
political terrains, older women’s diverse experiences of motherhood debunk longstanding 
patriarchal ideologies on parenthood, femininities and masculinities. The breadwinner reality 
becomes that of a woman who (irrespective of age) engages in diverse activities that 
contribute to household income and its general upkeep – an image that re-conceptualises the 
breadwinner role differently from the traditional association with men (Hampson 1990).  
 
On epistemological and methodological issues 
 
Bell (2006)’s theorisations of motherhood are central to this article. Drawing on Glenn 
(1994:3), she points at the exclusivity of motherhood which frames the responsibility to 
provide and care for the children during their formative years as virtually the mother’s (see 
Bell 2006:232). This theorisation is what Hays (1996) has termed “the ideology of intensive 
mothering” (see Bell 2006:232). Although this theory was developed in the context of care 
provision for children in their formative years, the way older women in rural Zimbabwe take 
care of their children from infancy right into adulthood seems to suggest that “intensive 
mothering” is an on-going process. Building on the works of Hays and Bell, the article 
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reconstructs the notion of ‘intensive mothering’ to encompass the meaning of motherhood at 
old age; that is the meaning of second and third generation motherhood in rural Zimbabwe. 
 
Methodologically, this paper draws on findings from my previous research (Author 2013) 
which was conducted between 2009 and 2010. Fieldwork for my PhD research was designed 
in a way that allowed engagement with older women’s experiences of motherhood in Zaka, a 
rural district of Masvingo Province, South-East of Zimbabwe. The rural district, which is 
located about 86 kilometres from Masvingo, the provincial town, is a dry region whose 
economy is predominantly agro-based. As such, residents of Zaka district grow drought 
resistant crops including sorghum, millet, groundnuts and maize for subsistence and for sale, 
and they also rely on wild fruits (Risiro et al. 2013:24). In light of the history of rural-urban 
migration in Zaka district (Mawere et al. 2012:192) and massive migration to neighbouring 
South Africa, which in the recent past has intensified due to the socio-political and economic 
crisis in Zimbabwe (Beremauro 2013:4), the demographics of Zaka have been greatly 
affected. Combined, these factors have significantly contributed to the rise of households that 
are headed by older women as the younger population migrates internally and across national 
borders in search of greener pastures. Therefore older women in Zaka constantly fight to 
survive, and to ‘[keep] fragmented families together and rebuild lives in the aftermath of 
crisis’ (Beales 2000:5).  
 
Literature points out that ‘the few studies that have been conducted in southern Africa tend to 
be concerned mainly with the urban elderly living in institutions’ (Ramji 1990:45). Those that 
have focused on the older located in rural areas deal with diet and nutritional status (Allain et 
al. 1997); marginalisation of older women in the context of development (Hampson 1990); 
widowhood and rapid social change (Folta and Deck 1987); the increased burden of care 
(Hampson 1982) especially in the context of HIV and AIDS (Mutangadura 2005). These 
works hardly encompass analyses that grapple with aspects of motherhood and ageing in 
rural Zimbabwe. I therefore designed the research in a way that allowed engagement with the 
realities of living through a gendered body in rural Zimbabwe, especially narratives of how 
older women’s motherhood experiences have been enmeshed in socio-political and economic 
structures.  
 
The ‘older women’ category 
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Although the central objective (to engage with older women’s experiences of motherhood) 
has been unambiguous throughout the preceding sections, I have purposefully avoided 
defining the term ‘older’. The conceptual difficulties that many social scientists engaged in 
ageing research have had as they try to set the boundaries and limits of those who they could 
consider as aged (Degnen 2007:70), is the reason why I have delayed providing my own 
definition. Researching the meaning of ageing in Zimbabwe – a country that has recorded the 
lowest life expectancy in the world, which dropped to 34 years for women around 2008 
(Essof 2008:127) due to a multiplicity of factors including the AIDS epidemic (MSF Report 
2009:2) – has meant that I have had problems in setting up my research design. The situation 
has left me with no option other than to ask this key question: ‘Is chronological age a clearer 
indicator of the difference in categories of old age (“over 85 years of age”, “under 75”) or is 
physical ability (“disabled”, “frail”) a more reliable frame of reference?’ (Degnen 2007:70). 
My response to this methodological question draws on scholarship that has exposed how 
definitions of old age are framed relative to prevailing circumstances in any given context. 
Such include the theorisation that, 
 
Whether we wish to define ‘elderly’ as a non-active person who has attained 
retirement age will depend upon the economic and social organisation of that society 
[...] besides the mere accumulation of lived years (Rwezaura 1989:6). 
 
Taking into account the inference that ‘many Zimbabweans less than 60 years already looked 
physically old’ as a result of the socio-political and economic changes (Ramji 1990:46), the 
term ‘older’ in this research refers to women born in or before 1950. These are women, 
whom I believe have either experienced or witnessed many years of very intense and 
dramatic socio-economic and political shifts in Zimbabwe. I used purposive, selective or 
target sampling – a process whereby researchers consciously choose a research setting and 
respondents who are perceived to be rich sources of information about the subject under 
study (Mbilinyi 1992:60, Miller 2000:78) – to interview nineteen older women aged 59+ 
years at the time I did the fieldwork (in 2009). Working with nineteen respondents allowed 
me to gather ‘sufficient data to undergo in-depth analysis without the research becoming 
unmanageable, prohibitively time-consuming or less-focused’ (Westerlund 1992:182). 
Overall, my theorisation is that older women are vital people with special knowledge about 
Zimbabwe’s history, which they either rehearse or re-imagine through their experiences of 
motherhood and ageing in this country.  
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Data collection and data analysis 
 
The article adopts a qualitative methodology which has been defined by Taylor and Bogdan 
(1984:5) as ‘research that produces descriptive data: people’s own written or spoken words 
and observable behaviour.’ I opted for qualitative research methodologies because they can 
locate the researcher in the social setting where interaction happens, a situation which offers 
deeper insight into complex realities (Neuman 1997) that is beyond mere statistical 
generalisations (Cameron 2001:14). The aim is not to demean the significance of quantitative 
research methodologies, but instead to break away from earlier research on ageing that 
adopted a quantitative approach (Arber 1995 cited in Onyx et al. 1999:8). My methodological 
choices are grounded on the observation that 
 
when we study people qualitatively, we get to know them personally and get close to 
what they experience in their daily struggles in society...we learn about concepts such 
as...pain...suffering...frustration...whose essence is lost through other research 
approaches (Taylor  and Bogdan 1984:7).  
 
Data collection was in story form as older women narrated their lived motherhood 
experiences throughout fieldwork. This type of data according to Ngaiza and Koda (1991:5 
cited in Mbilinyi 1992:66), is often taken for granted by mainstream research for being ‘too 
personal, too specific and atypical.’ That notwithstanding, the use of life stories/biographies 
has been ‘adopted by many feminists as a strategy for women to articulate their own views 
and experiences’ (Meena 1992). Therefore ‘people’s talk’ is perceived as a rich source of 
information that illustrates different facets of their lived realities (Cameron 2001:1) and 
narrating one’s biography becomes a way of relaying how one either negotiated the 
constraints or capitalised on the opportunities presented to them in the past (Miller 2000:75). 
Storytelling emerges as a fundamental and viable method of data collection (Punch 
2005:217). 
 
The objective of this article is not simply the narration of the older women’s diverse voices or 
experiences of motherhood. Rather, emphasis is on common stories that connect older 
women’s individual experiences of motherhood. Narratives are constructed as a way of 
relaying one’s subjective life history/story (Polkinghorne 1995) such that the analysis of these 
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narratives within feminist research becomes a method for exploring how ‘structure’ is 
enmeshed with ‘agency’ (Schoepf 2004:123). Hence, the last thematic section of this article 
draws on everyday existential realities to offer a critical overview of contextual and structural 
aspects of ageing in Zimbabwe. The overview is presented in a way that illuminates the 
circumstances under which older women have lived; and captures the ideological and 
structural contours that women have had to navigate in their lifecycle as they provided care to 
first, second and third generations. Combined, older women’s existential and contextual 
narratives emerge as a theoretical tool for re-imagining notions of motherhood, ageing, a 
failing state and female agency in Zimbabwe. 
 
The dominant ideas flowing from older women’s narratives are analysed in thematic sections 
titled: ‘Motherhood battles and ‘states of the nation’ post-1980ii’; ‘Pushing the limits of 
motherhood in the 21st century’; ‘Shifting masculinities and femininities’; and ‘The meaning 
of ageing in Zimbabwe’. Each of these four thematic discussions works with older women’s 
verbatim narratives of motherhood to avoid the dangers of reducing women’s life stories to a 
mere summary (Miller 2000:88) and the silencing effect that excessive referencing or 
reviewing of literature could have on data (Punch 2005:159). Therefore data analysis in this 
article is about identifying and discussing the dominant themes and sub-themes that emerge 
from the interviewees’ transcripts rather than an examination of the discourses that appear in 
the scholarly literature.  
 
Motherhood battles and ‘states of the nation’ post-1980  
 
Attention in this thematic section is on older women’s narratives that read and illuminate the 
meaning of motherhood, ageing and the state in rural Zimbabwe soon after independence. As 
older women juxtapose experiences of motherhood with the socio-political and economic 
shifts post-1980, they go beyond remapping their motherhood trajectories – which illustrate 
the battles that they fought along the way – and depict the merits of independence. Similar to 
Mbuyaiii Bvura who asserts that ‘a lot of things’ were introduced when the country was free 
of colonial rule, Mbuya Ndari elaborates, ‘ah...when we got our independence...our country 
was in good shape and we were given some food...yes, a lot.’ On that note, the post-1980 era 
is perceived as a space where the ‘new’ government engaged in activities aimed at cushioning 
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its citizens from the shifting socio-political circumstances. Adding to that, Mbuya Tugu refers 
to how the donor community was actively involved during this era.  
 
Initially, there were donors who used to come here...that was around 1980...the 
storerooms at local shops were full with sacks....right up to the brim...there were 50 
kilogram bags of kapenta [small sun dried fish] and a variety of other stuff that was 
distributed to the people in this community.  
 
That notwithstanding, the post-1980 era emerges as a discursive event through which 
interviewees suggest that life in the first two decades of independence was that of negotiating 
and re-negotiating the meaning of the state, and their relationship to such. While Mbuya 
Bvura says ‘we enjoyed the era’, Mbuya Mushandira suggests that the joy of independence 
was transitory. Her analysis of ‘states of the nation’ in independent Zimbabwe concludes that,  
 
When something has just transitioned, it does not immediately become bad...life was 
much easier at and after independence, but eventually, it got bad. 
 
The above excerpt is a way into narratives about the socio-economic and political changes 
that the ‘new nation’ went through after independence. Drawing on their diverse gendered 
experiences of motherhood, interviewees reflect how the socio-economic and political 
terrains in Zimbabwe have shifted over the years. Their stories of maternal care illuminate the 
absence of fees for delivering a baby in a hospital before 1980. Mbuya Mere proudly 
recounts, ‘Women used to go and give birth and come back home without having to paying a 
cent.’ Reflecting on her pregnancy experience post-1980, Mbuya Zvitura points to both 
economic and structural shifts over time, ‘But when I gave birth to this one, well after 
independence, the system had changed because I had to pay for staying in hospital.’ She 
asserts that over and above the medical fees, she had to make arrangements for her meals 
because the hospital was not providing this service anymore. Likewise, Mbuya Ndari says, 
 
 It became mandatory for a pregnant woman to buy clothes for the baby prior to going 
into hospital...they actually told me to bring my own bag with the baby’s clothes. 
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Older women’s narratives also revisit their experiences of gendered parenthood and how 
these were heavily influenced by the ‘states of the nation’ in Zimbabwe. Mbuya Mere points 
to the impact the shifting political economy had on the price of commodities which is 
suggestive of the depreciation of the currency over the years, ‘That thing...the one you call 
romance soap, we used to buy it for ‘take’ [a cent] but it got tough later on.’ The women’s 
narratives on ‘food for work’ – a government initiative in the early 90s which was meant to 
cushion rural communities from the aftermath of the 1992 drought – hint at shifts in the 
economy over time. Commenting on the ZW$3 and the food her family received for 
participating in the food for work programme, Mbuya Mushandira says, 
 
We could buy some groceries and send our children to school because the money still 
had economic value. 
 
With the exception of a few interviewees whose husbands were working after independence, 
the transcript narratives suggest that structural and ideological shifts adversely altered the 
labour market. Mbuya Dzachi points out the retrenchments within the teaching field after 
independence. Mbuya Tamba uses the 1992 drought as a discursive event which denotes the 
impact structural and ideological changes had on household income, ‘My husband did not 
survive the 1992 retrenchment when most workers lost their jobs at the sugar estates after the 
sugar canes were heavily affected by poor rainfall.’ Mbuya Tamba goes on to say that the 
1992 retrenchment coincided with the introduction of service fees in schools (and hospitals), 
and she admits that life was hard generally. The narrative around the introduction of school 
fees also offers an insight into how Zimbabwe’s economic landscape has shifted since 
independence. Mbuya Mataka deploys the notion of school fees to illuminate that social 
welfare services which were introduced when Mugabe came to power made the first two 
decades of independence a phase to remember. Reflecting on her efforts to educate her 
children two decades after independence, Mbuya Mushandira claims,  
 
For those who were born in 1984 and 1986, by the time they got to Grade 7, and 
worse Form 4, life was really tough...but before this era, life was very much easier. 
 
Mbuya Ndari suggests that because the ‘new’ government has had to deal with a volatile 
economy, it has treated the education of its citizens as less of a priority. Evident in her 
narrative ‘it [school fees] was not a difficult amount to handle compared to now...it is very 
11 
 
tough to raise the fees these days’ is a comparative, ‘then and now’ discourse. Although 
Mbuya Dzachi admits that ‘coping was a huge challenge’ in the absence of any income, many 
women often engaged in a variety of labour intensive jobs, which ranged from farming, beer 
brewing to cattle rearing, in order to raise school fees for their children. Motherhood was an 
on-going struggle for Mbuya Bvura because it meant dealing with an abusive husband, who 
was also a drunkard, 
 
I really had to strategize as a mother. I used to take all my children with me, to either 
work in other people’s fields, or fetch some water and brew some beer, in order to 
raise some school fees, but my husband was a monster for real! He went to the school 
and demanded the money back from the headmaster. He ordered me to go back home 
with him and he hit me all the way. By the time I got home, my whole body, 
especially my back was swollen. 
 
Overall, the stories of motherhood and the ‘states of the nation’ portray great physical 
endurance and psychological resilience as women battled against all odds to educate their 
children and put food on the table – with minimal, if any help from their husbands. For 
example, Mbuya Mere reveals that her ever drunk husband knew that raising children was all 
about farming but he never bothered, ‘My husband’s assistance would bring a bad omen, I 
tell you! Sometimes I ploughed when I was heavily pregnant, whilst carrying a baby on my 
back.’ From the way that the women struggled to provide for their families within 
Zimbabwe’s shifting political economy, one can re-conceptualise the breadwinner and head 
of household role differently from the traditional association with men. Consequently, a 
breadwinner becomes a woman who engages in work that provides the household with an 
income. Thus Mbuya Tamba claims her (equal) rights over children saying ‘they belong to 
both of us [husband and wife]’ based on the reality that she literally ‘roamed the whole 
world’ fending for the family. 
 
Pushing the limits of motherhood in the 21st century 
 
Beyond the first two decades of independence, women’s diverse gendered experiences of 
motherhood illuminate the socio-economic and political situation in contemporary Zimbabwe 
and the subsequent complexities of motherhood at old age. It is against this dramatically 
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shifting space that women redefine motherhood as suggested by experiences of what seems to 
be an interminable nurturing and nursing of their children right into adulthood. While care 
giving meant disruptions of farming activities for Mbuya Bvura, for Mbuya Pumho, it is 
about the distance she walked to nurse her sick children from their respective homes. She 
relays, ‘...I used to visit them and this involved walking several kilometres so that I could see 
and nurse my children...I was the care giver...it was hard...’ Older women’s diverse nursing 
experiences also portray an image of a deteriorating service delivery system in present-day 
Zimbabwe and how the burden of care has heavily weighed on women over the years. Mbuya 
Nguvo like Mbuya Tamba, Mbuya Mushandira and Mbuya Vatsa reveals the distress she 
suffered when she literally watched her son die at home due to lack of money for 
transportation and hospitalisation,  
 
[My son] was not working and he got really sick while he was right here...and it was 
really bad...so bad! I went through hell. When we tried to go to the hospital...the 
hospital staff insisted that we had to pay cash up front before he could be attended to. 
I sold my cattle and chickens in order to raise funds so that he could receive 
treatment. When I eventually raised the funds...they said they didn’t have some 
medication. I became clueless as to what we had to do since he was deteriorating 
every day. He died whilst I was watching and I was the care giver. I went through a 
tough time...a bad experience my dear!  
 
While some women lost their beloved husbands, others lost (potential) breadwinners as their 
children succumbed to diverse health conditions including pneumonia, HIV/AIDS,  
pregnancy-related complications and injuries from road accidents; not forgetting ‘sons who 
just disappeared into foreign countries’. Mbuya Pumho believes that she is only ageing now 
because of the strain caused by the death of her husband and half of her children. 
Consequently, she frames herself as a survivor who now has to see her last days alone. The 
language that these women use throughout their narratives tells a gendered survival story of 
how they circumvented the ‘Zimbabwean crises’ without any government support and limited 
donor aid in form of food and farm inputs. Mbuya Nzimbe describes her experience of the 
unbearable effects of the economic downturn and political upheavals in Zimbabwe,  
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I run short of words my dear! ‘Zimbabwe was on fire and it got very hotiv’ and there 
was nothing to give the family! As old as I am, I went to Tirango [Triangle] and 
Hippo Valley to work at the plantations, growing sugar cane. 
 
What is interesting about Mbuya Nzimbe’s narrative is that she did not sit at home and watch 
her children starve to death. Instead, she exercised her agency and battled for her family. 
Broadly, Mbuya Ndari frames Zimbabwe as a country where one toils right into the grave, ‘I 
hardly get the chance to rest in this country...you only find rest when you finally die.’ Mbuya 
Zvitura also argues that one cannot afford to rest as long as there is a mouth to feed – a 
situation which leaves most women without any option other than working hard for 
themselves and their grand/children. Mbuya Mere therefore argues that ‘older women…take 
the walking stick to work in the field...’ Although Mbuya Ndari acknowledges the help she 
gets from relatives, she argues that they would never meet all her existential needs, ‘I still 
plough with an ox-drawn plough and dig those ‘holes for free seedsv’ on my own for the 
survival of my family including these grandchildren.’ Similarly, Mbuya Zindoga alleges, 
‘you see this dirt on my t-shirt, it is cow-dung that I was digging and scooping out of the 
kraal in preparation for the new farming season.’ Mbuya Zvitura also proudly declares 
gardening as her area of speciality and reveals how she performs daily and seasonal chores 
with minimal help from nephews and nieces. Phrases like ‘I endure the pain and just limp and 
do the chores’ reflect how Mbuya Ngeno exhibits some degree of resilience as she grows 
some vegetables for sale to raise money for her grandchildren’s upkeep. Likewise, Mbuya 
Mere and Mbuya Bvura share their experiences respectively,  
 
I do it with these legs which are like logs, they are really sore. They swell big time the 
pain transfers from the knee cap to the ankle and sometimes to my arm but I continue 
to do my duties like that.  
 
I just push myself...I remember one day I came from our local cooperative garden...as 
soon I got home I went straight to bed and I literally spent the whole day sleeping. I 
had gone to the garden after realising that my vegetables were drying out...yes. There 
is no one to do that for me if I don’t do it myself...besides my family wants food on 
the table...yes they want to eat. 
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The narratives assign power to a ‘seemingly aged population’ and the image becomes one of 
older women enduring physical pain and mental strain that comes with labour intensive 
chores such as gardening and farming. The use of phrases such as ‘it is tough I tell you...it is 
hard...but I just force myself as a mother who has a family’ or ‘honestly, I struggle a lot but I 
just persevere and endure’ portray a spirit of resilience as women like Mbuya Dzachi and 
Mbuya Shava navigate the contours of a changing socio-political and economic terrain. As 
such, interviewees not only push the limits of motherhood but they re-conceptualise 
motherhood. Taking into account motherhood demands at old age, Mbuya Ngeno frames 
herself as ‘a mother who does not have any milk in the breasts anymore.’ She prudently 
channels the little pension she gets from her deceased husband’s estate towards her 
grandchildren’s upkeep. Mbuya Mere also constructs herself as a ‘new mother’ who has to 
nurture her grandchildren yet she had finished taking care of her own children.  
 
Despite this level of endurance, interviewees analyse how they ended up as ‘new mothers’ 
and they reveal their distress. Even though Mbuya Tamba does not mind taking care of her 
orphaned grandchildren, she does not conceal her distress over declined parenthood, ‘but this 
one, I am annoyed because the parents are still alive, they are letting me down...they do not 
provide anything...I send the child to school...’ Mbuya Dzachi also says that ‘these people 
[her sons and their wives] are there but I am starting afresh to raise children when their 
parents are there...I thought I was done.’ In her narrative of motherhood, Mbuya Rava 
describes how her unmarried daughter ‘just gathers children’ when there is no one financially 
sound to take care of them. Reasoning similarly, Mbuya Dzachi argues that ‘they just 
conceive and give birth anyhow but they have no clue of what and how to provide for their 
offspring...’ As such, Mbuya Tamba uses her body to represent the strain associated with 
motherhood at old age when there are limited financial resources,  
 
Currently, I am so stressed...when I went for a Blood Pressure check-up, it was 
ridiculously high...sometimes my whole body swells... 
 
It is against this backdrop that Mbuya Rava made it clear to her daughter that she cannot cope 
with her procreation pace. Although Mbuya Zvitura believes that ‘taking care of her grandson 
is good because he keeps her company’; Mbuya Bvura is cognisant of the challenges 
involved, ‘...because of this poverty, I am no longer proud about it.’ Mbuya Dzachi who is in 
a similar situation admits that she just takes care of her grandchildren out of compulsion but 
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her heart is not at peace at all, ‘It would have been better if I was just given the grandchildren 
out of choice.’ She offers a comparative analysis of her two diverse motherhood experiences, 
‘I am not excited and relaxed like when I was bringing up my own children.’ Mbuya Shava 
locates her argument in what appears to be ‘dwindling energy’ at old age, which contradicts 
previous narratives on ageing and physical strength,  
 
It is really hard because when I brought up my children, I had energy to work in the 
fields. But this one that I am given at old age...I fail to cope with the pressure and 
burden because I don’t have the energy anymore. When a family is still young…I 
mean these children are still growing up and they need full support and care.  
 
Ideally, old age is framed by these women as ‘a time to rest the body that worked too hard 
over the years.’ Mbuya Mere notes that ‘older people should be settled and relaxed instead of 
running up and down trying to make ends meet.’ Likewise, Mbuya Tamba explicitly admits, 
‘I know I have reached that age...I could have been enjoying my ‘pension’...especially after 
giving birth to so many children.’ The word ‘pension’ in this context implies that she should 
be enjoying the ‘fruits of her labour’ since her children should be contributing towards 
household income over and above helping out with physically demanding chores. Mbuya 
Tamba who is cognisant of the fact that ‘she is ageing without enjoying any luxuries’ infers 
that if society is not careful, it might find one of these older women dead whilst cooking, 
fetching some water or firewood and working in the fields among other duties. After 
assessing her situation, Mbuya Dzachi who is in a similar position concludes,  
 
At this age, I am still taking care of babies...it means I will never find time to rest... 
 
Interviewees are however aware that experiences of motherhood are shaped by broader socio-
economic and political structures of contemporary Zimbabwe. For example, Mbuya Dzachi 
blames the absence of employment opportunities, ‘But now this life is so tough! I end up in a 
cycle where I have to take care of the mother [daughter-in-law], the child and my educated 
son because he is not working.’ She uses her body and sexuality to illuminate the impact of 
socio-economic challenges on motherhood,  
 
As a mother, you stress a lot, eat your heart out, you lose weight but the irony is you 
are stressing again over your children’s families. Even if it’s not yet time for your 
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period to stop, you will stop early [early menopause] because of hardships. To make 
matters worse, you lose interest in your man because of too much poverty and you 
don’t value it [sex] anymore. Even if I go for a medical check-up, I am sure my Blood 
Pressure will be high... 
 
Remapping Zimbabwe’s socio-political and economic landscapes, Mbuya Tugu believes that 
it would have been better if she was given this second generation just after the country 
attained its independence. She argues that bringing up families in the early days, around 
1980, was good as donors used to give people hand-outs which made a huge difference, ‘this 
current period is difficult for us because aid is now scarce...there is nowhere to find such aid 
and we just struggle on our own.’ In the absence of government support, these ‘new mothers’ 
establish social networks as a survival strategy. These social networks go beyond kinship 
based relations as women rely on neighbours and friends for mutual, economic and social 
support. For instance, Mbuya Tugu reveals how she has offered financial assistance to 
unemployed parents within the community who struggle to educate their children, ‘Instead of 
letting academically gifted children ramble through forests and villages, we send them to 
school or college...there are a lot of ‘grandchildren’ that we are still taking care of.’ Her 
comments below hint at unclear channels of government support as well as an urban bias 
often at the expense of the rural poor,  
 
We just hear that there is government aid...so and so got it, it is not clear at all as to 
how they got it. It is even worse for the parents of our ‘grandchildren’ as they do not 
even have bus fare to go and get the application forms. So at the end of the day we 
continue to struggle and fight hard to send these grandchildren for further education.  
 
Shifting masculinities and femininities  
 
Women’s narratives of ‘old age motherhood’ and gendered parenthood deconstruct 
patriarchal ideologies by redefining the meaning of femininities and masculinities in 
contemporary Zimbabwe. These definitions draw meaning from the absence of husbands due 
to death. In cases where husbands are still alive, they are literally dead because they have 
been financially crippled for the greater part, or even their entire lives. Mbuya Mushandira 
shares, ‘My husband never worked [formally]...bringing up our children was quite a 
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hassle...and I continue to juggle around as a mother to ensure that there is food on the table.’ 
In some instances, as Mbuya Ndari reveals, the husband is too sick or frail to fend for the 
family, ‘...of course my husband is here but he does absolutely nothing because of his 
condition...I do everything here.’ Mbuya Dzachi’s assertion hints at some element of 
irresponsibility on the part of the husband, ‘the burden is solely mine; it is my responsibility 
so I bear the burden as the mother while their father watches.’ As interviewees assume 
multiple roles in order to provide for the entire family, they subsequently construct 
themselves as new heads of household. To be precise, Mbuya Mere states,  
 
I am the one responsible for everything here...I am now the ‘man’ yes...a real man. I 
even know when and how to do what. I can’t afford not to work. Otherwise who will 
work for me, I am the mother of this house and also the ‘father’...you name it. 
 
Correspondingly, Mbuya Dzachi asserts that even her daughter-in-law looks up to her for 
provision, ‘their wives come to me for everything including soap, they don’t go to their 
father-in-law, they come to me saying ‘there is no sugar for the baby’s porridge’...yes.’ 
Identifying with this narrative, Mbuya Bvura says, ‘she [daughter-in-law] thought I was 
going to get seed aid and I was going to give her as well but unfortunately I didn’t get. I am 
actually both the father and mother.’ Mbuya Pumho goes beyond the mother-father binary 
and constructs herself as an aunt, ‘I am the mother, the father...aunt, everything.’ These 
multiple motherhood-related identities speak to how interviewees see themselves as 
custodians of notions of motherhood who are also responsible for passing on knowledge to 
younger generations irrespective of the assertion that young women often ignore and 
stigmatise coaching or advice from mothers, aunts and grandmothers. 
 
Interviewees’ survival stories reconstruct femininities in response to a new wave of 
migration. As interviewees challenge the idea of crossing national borders as a survival 
strategy, they introduce discourses about shifting masculinities as well. The statement ‘we get 
absolutely nothing from these children [sons]’ draws on the fact that their sons often bring 
nothing home after prolonged stays in foreign countries. To illuminate these shifts, Mbuya 
Bvura and Mbuya Dzachi share how their sons came back from South Africa empty handed, 
‘without even a safety pin’. Mbuya Dzachi even expresses her fears, ‘he spent a full year in 
Joni [South Africa] and as I speak right now I do not know how he is health wise, probably 
he has the ‘disease’ [AIDS].’ Mbuya Mataka also bemoans the disappearance of her son into 
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South Africa immediately after the birth of his son, ‘I have no idea where exactly he is...not 
even a word from him.’ Similarly, Mbuya Mere reveals that she never heard from her son, the 
father of her two grandchildren, ever since he left home. Mbuya Tamba also shares how her 
son disappeared to Botswana without a trace, ‘he never returned...maybe he is married 
wherever he is.’ Similar impact of migration on women and their motherhood experiences 
could be traced back to the colonial period. Reflecting on male-biased migration patterns in 
colonial Zimbabwe, the older women represent how they exercised their agency and brought 
up families single-handedly. Mbuya Shanga deconstructs her husband who sought 
employment in South Africa for only bringing home a small amount of money when he 
returned after five years, ‘Could we count on that one who disappeared? Not at all.’ However, 
Mbuya Zvitura reveals the autonomy she enjoyed in the absence of her husband. She made 
decisions independently, free from his patriarchal authority,  
 
I told myself that this was my only chance to make a difference for my sons’ sake, 
whose future heavily relied on my decisions. 
 
It is apparent that long-standing masculinity discourses in respect of household income and 
family provision have shifted profoundly with changing socio-economic terrains. To affirm, 
Mbuya Vatsa asserts that having sons these days is actually a burden, ‘I believe that if one 
does not have daughters and has sons only, I swear to God, that person is up for huge and real 
trouble.’ Mbuya Ngeno shares her unique experience of how she suffered and endured 
appalling gender-based violence from her sons instead of them taking care of her after the 
passing of her husband. Mbuya Mataka provides a metaphor, ‘ikozvino nhumbu huru 
munhukadzi’ – meaning that giving birth to girls is better than boys these days. Among the 
Shona society, descent is traced through the father therefore having a son somewhat ensures 
that the clan expands as these sons will get married and have children, and the circle 
continues. The metaphor above challenges traditional pride associated with giving birth to 
boys for the sake of extending the clan name. Aligning her argument with this metaphor, 
Mbuya Zvitura purports that the same daughter who was traditionally labelled as 
‘pfumbidzakumwe’ (someone who enriches another family upon marriage) is the one who 
now remembers that there is a natal family out there that needs support. She therefore points 
to the passage of time – ‘times do change...yes...life does change’ – to legitimise this shift. 
For that reason, Mbuya Vatsa reiterates that ‘gone are the days when people used to prefer 
having sons so that the clan name would be extended, it is now a thing of the past. Surely, 
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that was then.’ Mbuya Dzachi consequently challenges traditional gendered disparities where 
parents mainly educated sons,  
 
That is an archaic mentality; I mean the mentality of not educating girls. It is better 
for girls to proceed with their studies than getting married...yes getting an education is 
better...we now live in a different era compared to previous decades. A daughter is 
now in a position to go to school and has equal chances of making it in life, get a good 
job and take good care of her parents. So it is most parents’ wish to educate their 
daughter so that she will take care of them in future. 
 
Although most women speak from the position of ‘neglected mothers’, few reveal how their 
children [including sons] have been very handy throughout the country’s socio-economic 
crisis. Mbuya Shanga gives credit to one of her sons for supporting her and she admits that in 
general, these sons reduced her burden once they got jobs, ‘even when there were famines 
like this recent one, they bought me groceries and I had enough food.’ Cognisant of shifting 
masculinities, Mbuya Vatsa concludes that not all men are irresponsible, ‘you find one or two 
who are better than others.’ That notwithstanding, the new notions of motherhood discussed 
above not only subvert men’s breadwinner role but they also reduce a father’s role to a 
reproductive one through a process that reveals changing conceptualisations of patrilineality.    
 
The meaning of ageing in Zimbabwe 
 
Flowing from the thematic discussions above is a need to analyse the meaning of ageing in 
present-day Zimbabwe – a space rent by economic and socio-political divisions. Such 
analysis provides the reader with a general overview of the everyday realities and 
circumstances under which these women live and push the limits of motherhood.  
Interviewees like Mbuya Rava capture the complexities of ageing in a country where this 
population is sometimes excluded or skipped by relief programmes, ‘those who give aid for 
example, those who allocate maize seed do not separate old women who are heads of 
households from the able-bodied which makes it difficult for some of us to get it.’ As Mbuya 
Nguvo shares her encounter within the political space, she reveals how the aged are also 
implicated in political cases or even face brutality, ‘During this ‘recent war’...the one where 
they hit people...we were summoned for no apparent reason but we explained everything and 
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I even asked them to tell me where they saw us discussing politics...we were found 
blameless.’ Commenting on the economic meltdown, Mbuya Dzachi says,  
 
We have seen versions and versions of money in this country! Currently, the country 
is in a bad state and it is very hard to get hold of these dollars (American dollars) 
which makes life very difficult. The irony is, we have those billions (Zimbabwean 
dollars) literally filling sacks in our houses but they cannot buy anything because one 
day, we woke up to the news that they are worth nothing. 
 
From a medical perspective, women’s bodies tell an insightful story which entails their 
encounter with a failing health care system, in a country that offers very limited services to its 
citizens as Mbuya Nzimbe argues. She generates assumptions based on her profound 
understanding of ‘states of the nation’, ‘if I am to do an analysis, I think people do pay 
because Zimbabwe does not offer any free services these days.’ Speaking from experience, 
Mbuya Tamba confirms that health care centres demand money from patients. Furthermore, 
Mbuya Rava attaches an old age tag to this financial discourse to illuminate how older 
people’s attempts to raise hospital fees are fraught with difficulty. Mbuya Tamba therefore 
challenges the whole system based on dwindling resources at old age,  
 
That is when I ask them [hospital authorities], “some us are old now…where do you 
expect us to get the money?” 
 
For that reason, Mbuya Ngeno gave up on visiting hospitals because she considers seeking 
medical attention in the absence of money for hospital bills suicidal, ‘if I am to go to the 
hospital I will just die because I do not have money for the bills.’ Mbuya Pumho shares how 
her husband profusely refused from his death bed to be taken to hospital arguing that, ‘they 
will kill me, they no longer help patients in any way, the hospitals have deteriorated and there 
is serious drug shortage.’ Commenting on the roll out of medication, Mbuya Zvitura argues 
that ‘it is no longer clear whether people are still receiving any treatment or not.’ To confirm 
the absence of treatment, Mbuya Tamba shares how she challenged a service provider at the 
local clinic, 
 
Last week, my whole face was swollen and when I visited the clinic they just said, 
“that is high Blood Pressure go back home!” I then asked the nurse, “Hey you, you 
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want me to go back home…have you treated me?” At the end of it all, you are just 
given some tablets. Sometimes I regret and feel that if I had paid some money maybe 
they could have treated me differently...in a better way. 
 
Women’s narratives on the absence of treatment reveal their distress about the medical 
system and also serves as a lens through which to analyse the difference between then and 
now. To depict the difference, Mbuya Mere argues that long ago they received medication for 
wounds and rash, and also some injections at the hospital, ‘they never used to deny patients 
an injection but now they just give us some pills...for what? They do not help at all.’ Mbuya 
Tamba is equally unimpressed by the medical service, ‘they forget that as one grows older 
she/he is prone to diseases.’ It seems as if pronoun ‘they’ serves to remind health care 
authorities that old people also have medical concerns. The pronoun introduces notions of 
age-based stereotypes within the health care system. As such, Mbuya Vatsa uses the age tag 
in her analysis of the criterion used to determine who deserves to be injected. Based on her 
rich experiential narrative, she points at the different attention old and young people get, with 
the latter receiving ‘better’ medical treatment, ‘to tell the truth, an old woman like me hardly 
gets injected. It is very rare!’ She expresses her lack of faith in the health care system, ‘I think 
these health workers actually fake it...giving us some tablets that we take back home so that 
one thinks that they have been treated.’ Mbuya Mhiri explicitly exposes the age-based 
stereotypes she dealt with on her last clinic visit,  
 
Nurse: You are way too old...what do you want us to treat?  
Mbuya Mhiri: You are crazy...you are so stupid...so should I end my life? Do not hide 
behind my age if you do not have the medicine just say I don’t have! Why do you ask 
me what I want from the clinic? What else would I want from here? I want to be 
treated if you still treat people period!  
 
On the other hand, Mbuya Mhiri deconstructs these stereotypes based on constructions of her 
body as a mortal being, ‘why should I not die...Once somebody is old…what is left? Obvious 
he or she has to die!’ Hence the clarification that medication is only for subduing pain, ‘I just 
take the medicine so that I don’t feel the pain and I sleep well...just that! It is not about 
avoiding death...why would one not die...and then what?’ These older women do not simply 
moan about the absence of medication, rather, the contextual realities often make them 
exercise their agency. Mbuya Mhiri, who relies on her family for private medical support 
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says, ‘these days, my children and grandchildren just buy me some medication...they even 
know the type of medicine that I take from my ‘tickets’ [medical history].’ Mbuya Ngeno 
also receives medical support from South Africa through her enterprising daughter, who 
engages in cross border trade. Conversely, Mbuya Mere illuminates a shift in health-seeking 
behaviour towards alternative medicine outside formal health care structures. Her sick 
daughter for instance opted for faith healing due to prohibitive hospital fees, ‘she is currently 
at church where I feel she is slowly getting better.’ Faith healing for Mbuya Mere is a 
strategy to circumvent challenges of a failing medical system which limits treatment to 
issuance of ‘weak tablets’,   
 
I believe in being injected because even if you are old, your blood still flows so the 
injection heals better. Therefore, I go to church…for spiritual healing. 
 
Focusing on infrastructural shifts and maternal care, practising midwives like Mbuya Dzachi 
argue that ‘the country doesn’t value its people anymore because pregnancy is precious and 
should be valued.’ Interviewees therefore use women’s bodies to interpret the effects of the 
transition from independence to contemporary Zimbabwe on maternal care. Comparing then 
and now in terms of ante-natal care, Mbuya Rava concludes that ‘pregnant women hardly get 
those check-ups that are supposed to be done on a regular basis.’ The absence of ante-natal 
care, especially between 2008 and 2009, could be blamed on fuel shortages as Mbuya Tugu 
reveals, ‘Women and men ended up looking for a wheelbarrow or scotch cart in order to take 
their relative to the hospital.’ She further notes that as soon as they arrived at the hospital, 
they had to face and deal with another challenge as they were told that there were neither 
nurses nor doctors and medication too, ‘At the end of the day, their patient would die right 
there or on their way back home.’ Her narrative does not only reveal the intersection of 
broader social structures (the transport and health care systems), but it also tells a story of the 
collapse of Zimbabwe’s essential sectors. Mbuya Dzachi also recounts how service providers 
at the clinics were reluctant to attend to pregnant women, 
 
If one goes to the local clinic at night, the nurses do not wake up. The moment you 
tell them that you are pregnant they say that ‘we do not have some gloves! There is 
nothing we can do to help you because these days there are diseases.’ Sometimes they 
ask, ‘have you brought some candles, there is no electricity so do you expect us to 
23 
 
help you in the dark?’ Or they say, “I didn’t receive any training on pregnancy issues, 
therefore proceed to the hospital.” 
 
As a midwife, Mbuya Dzachi believes that giving birth at home is far much better than at 
hospitals given the pain induced by these delays. Mbuya Bvura and Mbuya Nguvo allude to 
high maternal mortality rate even in cases where pregnant women are admitted at hospitals. 
On that note, Mbuya Rava brags about her pregnancy then, ‘Some of us gave birth long ago 
when it was still Rhodesia and also soon after independence...yes in independent 
Zimbabwe...it was a different story compared to now.’ The image becomes one of a 
collapsing health care system in Zimbabwe due to lack of necessary equipment and adequate 
training of health care personnel and perhaps a problem of funding too. Overall, the 
circumstances under which these older women live and push the limits of motherhood are an 
inroad into analyses of motherhood that are cognisant of the absence of the welfare state in 
Zimbabwe. Such analyses not only create room for exploring what ageing and gerontology 
means for state policies on social welfare reform but they motivate for new 
conceptualisations of motherhood in relation to social grants and pensions structures that are  
meaningful to older women in African societies.  
Conclusion 
 
Emphasis in this paper has been on empirical-based examination of older women’s 
experiences of motherhood in rural Zimbabwe. This article has paid serious attention to older 
women’s motherhood experiences in Zimbabwe post-1980 and in the 21st century. Given that 
‘personal narratives are, at core, meaning-making units of discourse’ (Riessman 2002:705), 
the analysis of narratives in this article has offered a systematic way of understanding how 
older women assign meaning to their lived experiences; and it has allowed me to explore the 
inner world of older women, describing past individual experience in depth. Analytic 
processes in this article entailed the examination of how rurally based Zimbabwean older 
women negotiated their motherhood within complex socio-political and economic spaces. 
Beyond reading and redefining motherhood, their narratives, which are cognisant of socio-
political and economic shifts, illuminate the general complexities of ageing in contemporary 
Zimbabwe. Approaching experiences of motherhood from an old age perspective has 
significantly contributed to new conceptualisations of motherhood, ageing and the state; and 
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deeper understanding of the implications of such theorisations or knowledge(s) on women 
located within equally volatile contexts across the globe.  
 
The major finding of this article is that rurally located older women, who inhabit more or less 
similar socio-political and economic backgrounds, have been faced with insurmountable 
situations against a background of limited resources or backup services from relatives; 
society; government and donor organisations. This situation as Folta and Deck (1987:321) 
observed in the first decade of independence has serious social policy implications especially 
in developing countries like Zimbabwe with very limited resources. Nevertheless, these older 
women emerge as individuals who reclaim their power and create a discursive bridge from 
where they re-negotiate their relationship to the state, and subsequent contextual and 
existential realities. The image is now of older women embracing a ‘privilege’ that arises 
from chaotic socio-political and economic structures as they exercise their agency in a way 
that redefines what has been framed as ‘intensive mothering’ (see Bell 2006:232,  Hays 1996, 
Glenn 1994:3). Dillaway (2006:41), who grapples with questions of ‘mothering at midlife 
and beyond’, concludes that ‘motherwork and the maintenance of “good” mothering ideology 
are still primary activities of women at menopause despite assumptions that menopausal 
women have completed mothering experiences and are now grandmothers (if caregivers at 
all).’ Older women are therefore a category of people that should be largely visible to (for 
instance) development and social policy research aimed at improving the political, economic, 
moral and social fibre of the family. When constructed as an ongoing process, mothering 
and/or motherhood becomes an important theoretical and empirical tool for interrogating 
historical, socio-political and economic issues among others that have shaped women’s 
realities of living through gendered and ageing bodies in contexts similar to rural Zimbabwe. 
 
Although the paper’s main focus is on older women in rural Zimbabwe, far reaching 
conclusions can still be drawn and articulated because some of the motherhood experiences 
discussed in this article are shared across the continent – especially in countries with very 
limited resources. It is hoped that the findings and conclusions made here will prompt 
academics on the continent and beyond to further interrogate questions of motherhood, 
ageing and the state in ways that are specific to their disciplines and research locales to 
establish a comprehensive approach to the challenges raised in this paper.  
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i Zimbabwe became free of colonial rule in 1980. 
ii Analyses located in the post‐1980 phase grapple with older women’s experiences of motherhood in the first 
two decades of independence (1980‐2000).  
iiiMbuya is a vernacular (Chishona) word which means grandmother, and I use it here to denote respect for the 
older women. In addition, I assigned pseudonyms to all the respondents for anonymity, and for presentation 
purposes. 
iv Life got tough and living in Zimbabwe was unbearable due to the economic downturn and political upheavals 
around 2008 and 2009. 
vA donor‐affiliated company gives rural communities farming inputs on condition that they shift from ox‐drawn 
ploughs towards “diga‐udye”– literary meaning ‘dig and eat’ –  whereby people use hoes to dig holes in which 
they sow different donated seeds. Due to the labour‐intensive nature of “diga‐udye”, people have renamed it 
“diga‐ufe” meaning ‘dig and die’.   
 
 
 
 
